This product is part of the RAND Corporation technical report series. Reports may include research findings on a specific topic that is limited in scope; present discussions of the methodology employed in research; provide literature reviews, survey instruments, modeling exercises, guidelines for practitioners and research professionals, and supporting documentation; or deliver preliminary findings. All RAND reports undergo rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research quality and objectivity.
RAND Europe was commissioned by Arts Council England to assist the Arts Council to gather and summarise information about perceptions of the impact and processes of the arts debate thus far. The Council intends to use this information to test some of its early thinking on how to respond to the findings of the debate. This short report is based on interviews that RAND Europe conducted with eleven arts debate participants and Arts Council stakeholders in January 2008. This small sample of selected informants was not representative of the whole population of arts debate participants. The Arts Council was seeking qualitative feedback, independently reported, from a group of prominent individuals whom they regarded as thoughtful, knowledgeable, and belonging to key stakeholder groups. To encourage frankness and protect possibly sensitive information, it was agreed that the underlying data from the interviews would not be made available to the Council or the public, and that no individuals or organisations would be associated with particular points of view described in the report.
The interviewees were identified by the Arts Council. The questions for interviewees were prepared jointly by the Arts Council and RAND Europe. The interviewees included heads of several regularly funded arts organisations, a chief executive of an Arts Council England region, a member of the Arts Council's national Council, a senior official from the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), a local authority chief executive, a member of the arts debate advisory panel, and a senior specialist in cultural policy at a university. Interviewees contributed positive and critical comments about the arts debate processes; they also commented on opportunities arising from the arts debate and raised other issues.
Main messages
The two main messages that emerged from the interviews were that:
• interviewees felt positive about the process of the arts debate. They would like to see some form of dialogue continue, involving the Arts Council, its direct constituents (individual artists and arts organisations) and, if possible, representatives of the general public. They also generally approved the set of goals identified by the Council for itself, although they did not feel that the Council had been specific enough about how it would go about achieving those goals
• there was scepticism about whether the Council would change any of its processes or its decisions based on the findings of the debate. This scepticism was reinforced by what the interviewees perceived to be the very unfortunate timing of the recent funding allocation announcements, which lacked connection to ideas from the arts debate, and the publication of the McMaster review
Other key challenges for the Arts Council to consider, which some interviewees raised, include:
• the unresolved dichotomy between excellence and access, and the implications of placing greater focus on the quality of experience of those who use or consume the art
• the call to include artists in setting the agenda, but without becoming too swayed by their self-interest
Positive comments
Interviewees generally spoke positively about the breadth and openness of the design and conduct of the arts debate. They made positive comments about:
• the availability of opportunities for them to express their views during the debate
• the arts debate team's responsiveness to comments about the processes
• the bravery of the Council in undertaking a potentially risky initiative (the arts debate might have revealed a lack of support for the arts or for the Arts Council)
• the professionalism of the organisation and facilitation of the events they attended
• the liveliness of the sessions and topicality of the discussions
Critical comments
Interviewees tended to be concerned about:
• the Arts Council's poor handling of public relations and media communications, leading to a lack of visibility among arts organisations, individual artists, and the general public, and missed opportunities to reach out to stakeholders during and after the debate
• the Council's own internal commitment to the arts debate
• the lack of an explicit connection between the priorities for action that the Council identified as arising from the arts debate, and the Council's most recent funding decisions
• the debate's emphasis on the policies and responsibilities of the Arts Council as opposed to what people want from the arts and artists
Opportunities
Several interviewees saw the arts debate as the possible beginning of a continuing engagement between the Council and individual artists, arts organisations, other arts funders, the government and the general public.
Other issues arising from the Arts debate
Interviewees identified the following issues as arising from the arts debate:
• the arts debate illuminated the prospect of the Council becoming primarily a development agency for all the arts, rather than solely a funding body dealing with certain arts organisations. Some interviewees noted ways in which this would significantly change its relationships with the organisations it funds
• a number of interviewees wanted the Arts Council to engage artists more constructively in dialogue and negotiation in the future
• maximizing the quality of the experience of audience members may be a more appropriate focus for the Council than either promoting excellence or improving access. Interviewees observed that high quality experiences are what keep people coming back to the arts, and they produce the instrumental benefits (such as jobs and economic growth) that politicians seem to value most
• the timing of the publication of the findings from the arts debate and the announcement of the Arts Council's most recent decisions on funding arts organisations was very close. According to a number of interviewees, the effect of media coverage of the funding decisions was to overshadow the arts debate, and to reveal an apparent lack of connection between the messages from the arts debate and the basis for the funding decisions 
Introduction
Arts Council England works to get more art to more people in more places. It develops and promotes the arts across England, acting as an independent body at arm's length from government.
Between 2006 and 2008, it will invest £1.1 billion of public money from government and the National Lottery in support for the arts. The primary means in which this money is distributed are:
• Grants for the arts: an open access grants programme, funded by the lottery. This is available to individuals, arts organisations and other people who use the arts in their work. Grants are awarded for activities that benefit people in England or that help artists and arts organisations from England to carry out their work.
• Regular funding for organisations: funded by the grant in aid the Arts Council receives from government, this provides grants to nearly 900 arts organisations on a three-year basis.
Arts Council England also uses some of the money it receives from government on supporting, developing and assisting the arts sector and encouraging wider engagement with the arts.
Other sources of funding for the arts include: local authorities, box office earnings, private donations and business sponsorship, trusts and foundations and European Union funding.
Source: DCMS and Arts Council England
In 2006 and 2007 Arts Council England ran an inquiry into the public value of the arts, which it called 'the arts debate'. In summary, the main elements of the debate included:
• nine principles developed by the Arts Council to guide the debate • a literature review on public value research and public engagement that was conducted by members of the Council's research staff • an advisory panel of seven external experts, from the worlds of public engagement, public value research and the arts sector, who advised the Council on how to run the debate • internal consultations: workshops involving a total of 50 of the Arts Council's staff • general public consultation: 20 discussion groups and 10 workshops involving a total of 170 members of the general public • arts community and stakeholders consultation: 79 interviews and group discussions with individual artists and arts managers and 30 stakeholder organisations
• public consultation: an online process, which generated 1,251 written responses • deliberative research: four workshops and a one day forum, involving individual artists, arts organisations, professionals and the public • an open space event: a two day event attended by 150 artists, arts professionals and members of the public Reports on most of these elements have been published, as was a final report presenting the findings overall and the Arts Council's conclusions from the entire process (see the Arts Council's summary of the key findings in the box below). All of these documents plus further details of the debate are available at a website created for it by the Arts Council, http://www.artsdebate.co.uk/.
Key findings from the Arts debate
• The arts are seen as part of our fundamental capacity for life -enabling us to interpret, adapt and understand the world around us, helping us to express ourselves, communicate with others and broaden our collective horizons • The arts enrich our experience of life -they bring colour, passion, beauty and intensity to our lives. They are a source of pleasure, entertainment and relaxation and a means of escape from the day to day • The arts offer powerful applications in other contexts -contributing to health and well being, to education and learning, a sense of belonging and community and so to social cohesion and a healthy economy • The report identifies important areas of consensus as well as points of difference. There is widespread support for the principle of public funding for the arts but only if it seeks to achieve certain key outcomes. People would like the Arts Council to: -support ground-breaking work that touches the lives of more people in exciting surprising ways -be bold, visionary, transparent, fair and properly accountable -continue to foster public debate about the role the arts play in our lives.
Source: http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/artsdebate/summaryandconclusions.php
In the autumn of 2007, the Arts Council began to consider how to use the emerging findings of the arts debate to inform its own longer term strategic thinking and corporate planning activities. It decided to commission a short interim study, in order to find out a little more about external perceptions of the impact of the debate. For the interim study it decided to seek the views of a small number of participants and stakeholders.
The Arts Council was interested to know: (a) how the processes of the arts debate were experienced -did participants and stakeholders perceive the research and consultation processes of the arts debate to have been efficient, thorough, and fair?
(b) views on how the Arts Council should now make the most of the opportunities the debate has created -specifically:
• what are the opportunities for the Arts Council?
• how do these relate to the framework of values that the Arts Council is developing?
• what may the Arts Council have missed?
• what are the opportunities for others?
The views of selected participants and stakeholders were intended to help the Arts Council and the wider arts sector to:
• respond to the findings of the arts debate
• identify priority areas of work
• comment on the strengths and weaknesses of the ongoing processes used by the Arts Council to set strategy and engage its stakeholders in its work.
The Chapter 2 of this report describes the methods used for this interim study. Chapter 3 describes the themes and issues that interviewees raised. The interviewees and the questions put to them are listed in the appendices at the end of the report.
Methods

2.1
The interviewees
The Arts Council chose the scale and scope of this study of perceptions of the process and impact of the arts debate. The Arts Council set the number of interviews at twelve and identified a long list of sixteen individuals to be approached to take part in the study. They included heads of several arts organisations that the Arts Council regularly funds, a chief executive of an Arts Council England region, a member of the Arts Council's national Council, a senior official from DCMS, a member of parliament, a local authority chief executive, members of the arts debate advisory panel and a senior specialist in cultural policy at a university. Of the sixteen, twelve were men, four were women.
The Arts Council was clear that this small sample of selected informants was not representative of the whole population of arts debate participants, and thus would not able to support statistically valid conclusions about the perceptions of that population. The Arts Council was, rather, seeking qualitative feedback, independently reported, from a group of prominent individuals who belonged to important stakeholder groups and whom they regarded as among their 'valued critical friends'. To encourage frankness and protect possibly sensitive information, it was agreed that RAND Europe would not make the underlying data from the interviews available to the Arts Council or the public, and that no individuals or organisations would be associated with particular points of view described in the study.
RAND Europe emailed each of the interviewees requesting an interview and attached a letter from Catherine Bunting, Director of Research Strategy at the Arts Council, explaining the purpose of the interim study and requesting them to agree to an interview. Of the sixteen individuals approached, three individuals declined, one could not be available in time; one provided a brief written response to the e-mailed interview questions. Ten interviews, four in person and six by telephone, could be arranged in the time available; seven of the interviewees were men and three were women (see Appendix A). The interviews took between 45 and 60 minutes each. 
The questions
The scope of the questions was specified by the Arts Council and the questions were drafted with RAND Europe (see Appendix B). The questions were intended to investigate the interviewees' views on two broad subjects:
• how the processes of the arts debate were experienced by them, their peers or sector, other important stakeholders and the Arts Council itself
• how the Arts Council should now make the most of the opportunities the debate has created.
All the interviewees received their questions in advance by email. The interviewees were asked the same seven general questions, plus up to two further questions that were specific to their role as head of an arts organisation, etc.
2.3
The report
The sample of interviewees was very small, and not representative of the entire population of participants in the arts debate. Their comments have not been subjected to a formal quantitative analysis in this report. Rather, the comments have been analysed qualitatively, to draw out context-rich emergent themes and issues.
Interviewees were informed that this report would be published on the Arts Council's website. RAND Europe drafted the report, and the Arts Council approved the text.
Themes and issues
There are four sections in this chapter. The first two follow the interviewees' comments on the two broad questions put to them:
• how the processes of the arts debate were experienced
The third section covers the other main issues raised by the interviewees. The fourth section summarises the main conclusions from this study.
3.1
Comments on the processes of the arts debate
Positive comments
Interviewees spoke positively about several aspects of the arts debate processes. They mentioned the "broad, inclusive design", and that the initiative was "timely". Several interviewees thought there had been opportunities for a "wide range of people" to express their views. Some interviewees commented that the session(s) they had attended (they identified particular workshops, forums and the open space event) had been "professionally run" and "well facilitated". Some interviewees found the sessions "interesting" or "engaging". Some interviewees particularly commended the "spontaneity of the dialogue" between individual artists and public that they had encountered.
Some interviewees thought the Arts Council had been "brave" to undertake the arts debate, because it was "risky" opening up for discussion such fundamental questions about the value of the arts and the public funding of the arts. They explained the risk as "…you might get the wrong answer", or the Arts Council might be told "…you don't have a mandate", or that "…the arts debate would be ignored" and that the Arts Council would be criticised for being out of touch.
Some interviewees commented that "it was good" that some members of the Arts Council's staff and Committees had been observers at the session they participated in. Some interviewees noted that the Arts Council team organising the arts debate were "receptive to advice and suggestions" that they and other participants made about the process, and in some cases the team had introduced modifications to the process.
Critical comments
Interviewees were critical of a number of aspects of the arts debate processes. Many interviewees thought the arts debate had been "invisible to most people"; this could include their professional peers, and/or others in their sector, and also the general public. Several interviewees remarked particularly that the Arts Council had "not engaged artists adequately" in the arts debate.
The Arts Council's communications about the arts debate attracted comments: some interviewees thought the Arts Council had "missed an opportunity" to communicate adequately with all its networks and stakeholders through the arts debate. Some interviewees thought the arts debate team had not communicated well with the participants in the arts debate during the programme of events, to "tell them where in the processes their input came" or "how the rest of the debate was going to work". Some interviewees were disappointed that the arts debate team had not provided feedback to them, as individuals who had played a particular role in the debate, now that the debate's programme of events was over. Some interviewees asked what feedback they would have from the arts debate team following this study.
Some interviewees doubted whether there was "buy in" by the Arts Council to the arts debate "much beyond the team of organisers". Some interviewees thought that some Arts Council members and staff were "anxious" about what participants would say in the open sessions, and feared they would voice the "wrong" answers (namely that the arts were "not worth supporting"); they thought this anxiety was apparent in the way the arts debate has been designed and run by the Arts Council.
Some interviewees thought that the organisers had focused the arts debate too much on the role of the Arts Council itself. These interviewees thought the focus should have been more on "the role of the arts" or on "what the public want" from artists and the arts. One interviewee commented that: "… no organisations outside the arts sector" had been engaged, and that "…the Arts Council didn't really open itself up."
One participant thought the three-hour public consultation group sessions in the evening lasted too long and that there were more sessions than was necessary; the same interviewee criticised the quality of the group facilitation at a particular session.
3.2
Comments on opportunities arising from the arts debate
Several interviewees thought it very important that the Arts Council should see the arts debate as "the beginning of a process, not something it has now completed". They urged the Arts Council to see "continuing engagement" as central to its relationships with individual artists, arts organisations, other arts funders, the government and the general public. This point was made emphatically by several interviewees. One said: "…roll it out more and more to reach more people than they have so far". Another said the arts debate had demonstrated: "…a new operating principle: to facilitate the debate among artists, public, arts administrators and funders, about art. This is the way to rethink how the Arts Council works and what it is for -a permanent debate". Some interviewees said the form that the continuing debate might take in the future did not have to be the same as this had been.
Several interviewees expressed concerns about how the Arts Council would engage with individual artists and arts organisations in the future. One said: "The Arts Council's bidding process sets up a supplicant-benefactor relationship; this is the wrong relationship with artists. We need to share the agenda with artists, the relationship should be predicated on that." Another said: "We must not have a polarised debate. We must not get trapped in artists' own self interest in relation to producing their art. The Arts Council has got to engage artists in dialogue and negotiation, with no ulterior motive. The arts community must say if excellence and development matter and how they want to engage with these things. The Arts Council does not have the monopoly."
Interviewees were asked to comment on a set of priorities that the Arts Council had identified for itself, arising from the arts debate (see Appendix B Question 5), namely:
• greater clarity of mission based on quality of artistic experience • more purposeful decision-making based on achieving a balance of core outcomes (excellence, innovation, diversity, reach and engagement) • greater fairness, transparency and accountability, with greater scope for taking risks • improved relationships with partners, particularly funded organisations • ongoing dialogue between the Arts Council, arts community, public and other stakeholders • more powerful advocacy for the value of the arts in people's lives today Most interviewees "could agree" with most of those points, thinking the points were on the whole "reasonable" and that they "wouldn't argue" with most of them. However, some interviewees also thought these priorities were "standard management things" the Arts Council had to do anyway: "… did you need the arts debate to find this out?" Another questioned: "… what do we mean by these words?" And another said: "… but how do you address them?" Some interviewees challenged the inclusion of certain items in the above list of priorities. For example, the core outcomes named in the second bullet point prompted one interviewee to say: "Innovation is not necessary in every performance." Regarding transparency, in the third bullet point, one interviewee said: "The danger is that it is not transparent. If we could all spend a year really developing a consensus about how to proceed that would be beneficial, but there is not the time. The next spending review is already underway." Another said: "I disagree that fairness should be there -who knows what it means?" Furthermore, the apparent lack of an explicit connection between the above list of priorities and the Arts Council's most recent funding decisions puzzled several interviewees, and in their view revealed that the Arts Council had insufficient clarity about its own mission.
One interviewee, referring to the findings of the Peer Review of the Arts Council commissioned by DCMS and published in 2005 (www.artscouncil.org.uk/documents/press/phpGk4rBz.pdf), commented: "My anxiety is that the Peer Review produced a similar list that did not lead to transformation in the Arts Council".
3.3
Other issues raised by interviewees
Several interviewees favoured the Arts Council placing more emphasis on "its role as a development agency for the arts", and on becoming "an advocate for all the arts, not just those it funds". Some interviewees thought this emphasis would necessarily alter the Arts Council's relationships to those organisations it funds regularly "who see it as a source of habitual funding". One interviewee suggested: "Funding should be on five-year contracts, not permanent. Teams should have to re-tender for the franchise to run major arts organisations, so that you get different people coming in." Another agreed: "There should be multiple models for success -franchising is one idea, so that teams have to change." One interviewee added that: "The case for funding individual artists has not been argued well enough to a sceptical public. The Arts Council may feel it should stay away from this." Some interviewees noted that the "quality of the experience" of audiences had emerged as a significant theme from the arts debate. One said: "The traditional dilemma is between excellence and access in the arts. But beneath the surface of that is a notion that bridges these, namely 'quality of experience'. … If the quality of experience of those who use or consume the art is poor, it does not produce instrumental benefits. This anchors the Arts Council to the quality of the experience."
Several interviewees commented on the close timing of the arts debate, the McMaster review and the Arts Council's announcements of its most recent funding decisions to arts organisations. The press coverage of the latter had, in some interviewees' perceptions, undone the reputational gains that may have accrued to the Arts Council from the arts debate. One said the arts debate had got "…lost in the furore over the debate about cuts. The Arts Council has got itself into a mess there, which is indicative of its ignorance of its constituency." Another referred to "…the fire fighting about recent funding decisions. The PR problem is that the Arts Council's ambitions arising from the arts debate are inconsistent with its recent decisions about cuts, which have not been transparent. The Arts Council thereby trips itself up." Another said: "The cuts are seen as hostile -made by Philistines. There is a huge rebuilding job to do".
The publication of the McMaster review and announcement of the Arts Council's funding decisions clearly tended to undermine and reduce the impact of the arts debate for interviewees, and they thought there would have been an even more marked effect on those who had been less closely involved in the arts debate. Some interviewees questioned why coordination with McMaster had not been handled better by DCMS and the Arts Council. The McMaster review's ideas about peer review informing the Arts Council's funding decisions prompted comments from some interviewees; they saw this as contradicting the arts debate's findings on a role for the public in decision making.
3.4
Conclusions
• interviewees felt positive about the process of the arts debate. They would like to see some form of dialogue continue, involving the Arts Council, its direct constituents (individual artists and arts organisations) and, if possible, representatives of the general public. They also generally approved the set of goals identified by the Arts Council for itself, although they did not feel that the Arts Council had been specific enough about how it would go about achieving those goals
• there was scepticism about whether the Arts Council would change any of its processes or its decisions based on the findings of the debate. This scepticism was reinforced by what the interviewees perceived to be the very unfortunate timing of the recent funding allocation announcements, which lacked connection to ideas from the arts debate, and the publication of the McMaster review
• the call to include artists in setting the agenda, but without becoming too swayed by individual artists' self-interest.
